With the election of Barack Obama, much attention in Europe has focused on the possibility of the return of the good transatlantic relations that characterised the post-war period and was seriously damaged under Bush's war on terror, unilateralism and imperialism. Much attention has also inevitably been focused on the fact that Obama is the first African-American president elected in a country that many view as historically and structurally racist. While Obama's election was seen to represent an end to both the damaging impact on transatlantic relations of the Bush era and to white supremacy in America, these two issues have rarely been connected. This chapter will look at the link between these by focusing on the "special relationship" This chapter will examine the British response to the election of Obama in terms of the realignment of the special relationship and the place of both race and colonialism in the discussions about Obama's election and relationship with Britain. More specifically, it will look at how this election has been celebrated in Britain as a victory over American racism, while his relationship to Britain has been criticised for his alleged anti-colonialism. I will argue that this response to Obama reflects historical and current tensions over the colonialism and imperialism of and racism in both countries, the realignment of the special 1 I would like to thank the British Sociological Association for their support in the form of the Early Career Forum Professional Development Award which allowed me to present an early version of this paper at the conference 'The Obama Effect: Transatlantic Perspectives Past and Future', Roosevelt Study Center/Middelburg Center for Transatlantic Relations in Middelburg, Netherlands, 11/27-29/2010. 2 relationship and concerns about the image, influence and power of each country globally following the Bush-Blair years, as well as changes in the domestic politics of each country following their elections.
The dramatically positive response to Obama's election was not just about Bush, the special relationship and foreign policy, but another theme which dominated the British media -race, and more specifically American racism. If the previous eight years had been seen as a stain on America's standing in the world and its international relationships, racism has historically been seen as a stain on and the betrayal of America's promise and image. Obama's election could be viewed as the redemption and the renewal of America not only following Bush, but of America's promise from its revolutionary founding through the abolition of slavery and civil rights, in the narrative of the long and bumpy road to full liberty, equality and democracy.
According to Keith Richburg of the Washington Post writing in The Observer, after so many said that America "wasn't ready to elect a black man as president […] . Now the world has to rethink its image of a racist US". 13 According to Gordon Brown, " [t] he impression he has given of America to the world is transformative, because he is a black man who has won the presidency, who is living in the White House that was built by slaves".
14 Following the election, British headlines also highlighted the issue of race and frequently linked it to a wider American image and narrative of progress, often through the repeated use of the term "dream" to evoke both the 'American Dream' and Martin Luther King Jr.'s dream speech. The November 6 th issue of
The Independent proclaimed the election "America's Dream" come true and The Telegraph had as its headline "The Dream Comes True", followed by the claim that "America's first black president completes 9 Ibid. p. 57. 10 Ibid. 11 Ibid. 12 Obama's election not only challenged Britain's long-held view of America as a nation plagued by racism and racial conflict, but its ability to deflect from Britain's own history and legacy on race relations from colonialism and slavery to post-colonial immigration, inequality and institutional racism in the criminal justice system. As such, Obama's election not only improved America's image in Britain (and globally) in terms of American imperialism and racism, but turned the focus to the legacies of colonialism and racism in Britain. Thus, in addition to interviewing African-Americans, the British media turned to black Britons. the speech 'All pupils will learn our island story', arguing that "One of the under-appreciated tragedies of our time has been the sundering of our society from its past", and then announced that Schama would 'advise us on how we can put British history at the heart of a revived national curriculum". 59 The memory 55 Ibid. p. 37. 56 
